In patients with thyroid cancer of follicular cell origin, a family history of nonmedullary thyroid cancer in one first-degree relative is associated with more aggressive disease.
About 5% of nonmedullary thyroid cancers (NMTCs) are familial. Most patients with a family history of thyroid cancer do not meet the definition of familial NMTC (FNMTC; two or more affected family members). The aim of this study was to determine whether patients with a family history of NMTC, but who do not meet the definition of FNMTC, have more aggressive disease. A database of 1502 thyroidectomies was reviewed and 358 patients with NMTC who did not have a family history of benign thyroid disease and who underwent thyroidectomy from January 1994 to December 2008 were identified. These included 324 (90%) patients with papillary thyroid carcinoma (PTC), 24 (7%) with follicular thyroid cancer, and 10 (3%) with anaplastic or Hürthle cell carcinoma. Among them, those with and without a family history of NMTC in first-degree relatives were compared. Then patients with only one affected family member were compared with FNMTC patients. Thirty-seven (10%) patients had a family history of thyroid cancer, all to of which had PTC. Patients with a family history of NMTC had a similar tumor size than those without (2±0 vs. 2.1±0 cm, p=0.72) but they were significantly younger (43±3 vs. 49±1 years, p=0.04), and more likely to have multicentricity (48% vs. 22%, p=0.01), malignant lymph nodes (22% vs. 11%, p=0.02), and local invasion to surrounding tissues (5.4% vs. 0.6%, p=0.007). They also had a higher recurrence rate (24% vs. 12%, p=0.03) than patients without a family history. Interestingly, patients with only one affected family member were similar to FNMTC patients with respect to age (44±4 vs. 40±3 years, p=0.4), tumor size (2±0 vs. 1.9±0 cm, p=0.65), rate of multicentricity (44% vs. 52%, p=0.57), malignant lymph nodes (22% vs. 21%, p=0.93), local invasiveness (5.5% vs. 11%, p=0.59), and disease recurrence (28% vs. 21%, p=0.56). Patients with NMTC having a family history of thyroid cancer have more aggressive disease, regardless of whether they meet the current definition of FNMTC regarding number of affected family members. Therefore, any positive family history should be considered a risk factor for more aggressive thyroid carcinoma.